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ABSTRACT: This article reports on research in the Netherlands to determine the 
distinctive characteristics of powerful workplace learning environments within 
primary teacher education. Nationally and internationally, educational compe¬ 
tence-based models and so-called workplace learning environments are widely 
seen as promising alternatives in professional teacher education. The workplace 
learning environment as defined by Geldens (2007) consists of one or more 
Professional Development Schools and (almost always) one university for 
professional teacher education. It is a logical consequence of her notion that the 
only way to provide highly qualified teaching professionals is by means of 
collaboration between a university of teacher education and one or more 
Professional Development Schools. The main purpose of the research was to 
obtain a coherent representation of the characteristics of workplace learning 
environments for primary teacher education. A second purpose was to gain 
insight as to the characteristics that make learning how to teach in a workplace 
learning environment "powerful." A third purpose was to gain insight into the 
structure and content of mentoring conversations within the workplace learning 
environment. 

NAPDS Essentials Addressed: #2tA school-university culture committed to the 
preparation of future educators that embraces their active engagement in the 
school community; #4/A shared commitment to innovative and reflective 
practices by all participants 


1 THis article provides an acijusted resume of Geldens’ dissertation (Geldens, 2007). 
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Introduction 


Problem Description 

In the past decade the conventional methods 
of professional primary teacher education 
have been subjected to criticism, nationally 
and internationally. Underlying reasons for 
this criticism are changing theories of learning 
as well as changing expectations of society 
(Deinum, Maandag, Hofman, <Sc Buitink, 
2005; Grossman, 2006). Current theories 
emphasize the importance of new educational 
competence-based models and so-called work¬ 
place learning environments in primary 
teacher education. Nationally and internation¬ 
ally, these new models and environments are 
seen as promising alternatives in professional 
teacher education (Abdal-Haqq, 1998; Bassi, 
Cheney, & Lewis 1998; Mantle-Bromley, 
2003; Smith, 2003; Torraco, 1999). 

Thus, the institutions for primary teacher 
education in the Netherlands are developing 
and implementing new educational compe¬ 
tence-based models. In these models, the 
workplace learning environment plays a 
central role (ATEE/RDC 2001; Bronneman- 
Helmers, 1999; Leune, 1999; OECD, 2001). 
Therefore, we define workplace learning envi¬ 
ronments as more than solely learning at the 
workplace, but as an environment created by 
partnerships of primary schools and universities 
of professional teacher education in which 
prospective teachers can develop the necessary 
professional competencies in interactions be¬ 
tween learning and working. 

Creating “powerful” workplace learning 
environments is a complex educational inno¬ 
vation for the universities of professional 
teacher education and the primary schools. 
Furthermore, the information currently avail¬ 
able in the literature regarding powerful 
workplace learning environments is scarce. 
The addition of the term “powerful” to a 
(workplace) learning environment is specifi¬ 
cally related to the quality of the workplace 
learning environment (De Corte, 1990; Lode- 


wijks, 1993; National Council for Accredita¬ 
tion of Teacher Education, 2001). Sometimes 
it is related to the efficiency of the education 
of teachers (De Corte, Greer, & Verschaffel, 
1996). 

In addition, the term powerful is used to 
emphasize the strong character of learning 
processes that occur within a workplace. 
These learning processes are presumed to be 
more powerful than learning processes within 
more traditional classroom settings at a 
university of professional teacher education 
(Bassi, Cheney, & Lewis, 1998; Kessels & 
Poell, 2001; Klarus, 1998; Torraco, 1999). To 
date, few research results are available to 
indicate which characteristics of such a 
powerful workplace learning environment 
enhance the learning of prospective teachers 
in their education. 

Objectives 

The main objective of our research was to 
obtain a coherent representation of the 
characteristics of workplace learning environ¬ 
ments created for the education of prospective 
teachers. This representation consists of a 
conceptual analytical framework. The con¬ 
cepts of this framework make it possible to 
analyze, describe, and test for quality of 
existing workplace learning environments. 
The concepts should also enable the creation 
of new and the further development of 
existing workplace learning environments. A 
second objective, deduced from the main 
objective, was to gain insight as to the 
characteristics that make learning how to 
teach in a workplace learning environment 
powerful. A third objective concerns the fact 
that the education of teachers in a workplace 
learning environment includes characteristics 
of learning “off-the-job” as well as “on-the- 
job.” 

The prospective teacher faces the chal¬ 
lenge of incorporating on-the-job learned 
teaching with theoretical insights into educa¬ 
tion. The prospective teacher supervision by 
her or his mentor appears to be crucial in 
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inducing a transfer between theory and 
practice (Berliner, 2001; Gallego, 2001; 
Korthagen & Kessels, 1999; Verloop, Driel, 
& Meijer 2001; Zeichner, 1999). In the 
mentor-mentee relationship, the meetings 
between mentors and prospective teachers 
play a central role. Therefore, the third 
objective of our study was to gain insight into 
the (qualitative) structure and content of their 
mentoring conversations within the workplace 
learning environment. 

Research Questions 

The above objectives yielded three research 
questions: 

1) What are the characteristics of work- 
place learning environments for pri- 
mary teacher education? 

2) Which of these characteristics, in the 
opinion of the participants, define a 
“powerful” workplace learning envi- 
ronment? 

3) How do the mentors utilize their 
supervision in the conversations with 
the prospective teachers? 

Research Method 

Pilot Study 

First, we conducted a literature study to 
determine the current knowledge concerning 
the characteristics of workplace learning 
environments for learning how to teach 
prospective primary teachers. Next, through 
an empirical exploration we obtained an 
outline of characteristics of workplace learn- 
ing environments. To do so, with the aid of 
concept mapping, we conducted a query in a 
group of professionals and a group of experts 
involved in workplace learning (Markham, 
Mintzes &l Jones 1994; Morine-Dershimer 
1993). 


The results obtained by the literature 
study and the empirical exploration were 
combined. This resulted in a number of 
characteristics of workplace learning environ¬ 
ments like integration of theory and practice, 
learning and working, collaboration, mentor¬ 
ing and modelling. From these characteristics, 
concepts were derived that we used as 
“sensitizing or guiding concepts” to analyze 
the interviews for the main study (Peters 2001; 
Wester 1995; Wester & Peters 1999). 

Main Study 

In addition to the literature study and 
empirical exploration, we conducted a multi¬ 
ple case study. This multiple case study was 
comprised of two separate case studies 
conducted sequentially using semi-structured 
interviews. Two workplace learning environ¬ 
ments were created by a university of 
professional teacher education in association 
with two primary schools. In the first case 
study, the workplace learning environment 
was created for two prospective teachers who 
arrived with work experience and a certificate 
from another university of professional edu¬ 
cation. In the second case study, the work¬ 
place learning environment was created for 
two regular prospective teachers. In each of 
the two case studies, twelve different partici¬ 
pants were directly involved in the work-based 
learning stages. 

Semi-structured interviews took place in 
the beginning and at the end of each work- 
based learning stage (taking five to six 
months); the participants were questioned 
about the characteristic properties of the 
workplace learning environment. 

Data Analysis 

Using the computer program Kwalitan, which 
was developed especially for qualitative re¬ 
search (version 5.09, Hijmans & Peters, 2000; 
Peters, 2001; Wester <Sc Peters, 1999), we 
analyzed 48 interview transcriptions. A 
grounded theory approach was used for 
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analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1976; Strauss &. 
Corbin, 1990; Swanborn, 1994; Wester &. 
Peters, 2004). The “sensitizing concepts” 
obtained in the empirical exploration were 
employed to develop a coding system. 

A cyclic process of coding, assigning new 
keywords, and again coding continued until 
the coding produced no new insight and 
keywords (saturation). This was the case after 
analyzing fourteen interviews. In this manner, 
we built an extensive coding system by which 
the research material was sufficiently exhaust¬ 
ed. Results of the data analysis of the 
interviews from both cases served to develop 
a conceptual analytical framework with the 
characteristic properties of workplace learning 
environments. Comparisons between this 
framework and current theoretical ideas 
concerning those characteristics then took 
place (Swanborn, 2003; Yin, 1994). 

We also searched for answers to the 
second research question: which of these 
characteristics, in the opinion of the actors, 
define a “powerful” workplace learning envi¬ 
ronment? We analyzed 48 interviews on the 
importance and interest the respondents 
assigned to the element or characteristic. 
The quality of the mentoring conversations 
were examined three times in each case. For 
this purpose a total of 22 conversations were 
recorded and analyzed as to the phases of the 
conversations, the main activities, and the 
taking of initiative. We also determined 
whether the quality of mentoring conversa¬ 
tions could be dependent upon the duration 
of these conversations. 

Results 


Characteristics of Workplace Learning 
Environments for Primary Teacher 
Education 

The purpose of the first research question was 
to determine the characteristics of workplace 
learning environments for primary teacher 


education. We accomplished this by conduct¬ 
ing a literature study, an empirical exploration 
and a multiple case study. We compared the 
results of the literature study and the 
empirical exploration; this produced a similar 
outcome, with some minor exceptions. 

Twenty characteristics of workplace learn¬ 
ing environments were identified. The de¬ 
scriptions of the characteristics allowed us to 
use these concepts as “sensitizing concepts” 
for analyzing the interviews from the first case 
to develop a coding system. We recognized 
nineteen of these twenty characteristics in the 
multiple case study. Interestingly, one charac¬ 
teristic was not recognized, “the harmony in a 
workplace learning environment between 
virtual and physical functions.” Therefore, 
we disregarded this characteristic in further 
analysis of the data. 

An important outcome of the multiple 
case study, in regard to the literature study 
and the empirical exploration, is that we were 
able to develop a coherent conceptual analyt¬ 
ical framework providing a fairly complete 
picture of the characteristic properties of 
workplace learning environments. This frame¬ 
work allowed the user to not only analyze and 
register existing workplace learning environ¬ 
ments and to test them for completeness, but 
also to create new ones. The conceptual 
analytical framework is based on 104 elements 
that constitute the characteristic properties of 
a workplace learning environment. We cate¬ 
gorized these elements, on the basis of affinity, 
in nineteen characteristics and grouped these 
characteristics into seven components to 
obtain a logically coherent conceptual analyt¬ 
ical framework. Table 1 gives a summary of 
the components and characteristics of this 
framework. 

The first component, educational activi¬ 
ties, refers to a balanced program of essential 
elements of knowledge, skills and attitudes 
that the prospective teacher has to acquire 
within the workplace learning environment. 
The workplace learning environment provides 
the prospective teacher with a balance 
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Table 1. Summary of the Components and Charac¬ 
teristics of a Workplace Learning Environment 


No. 

Component 

No. 

Characteristic 

1 

Educational activities 1 

Balance of theory and 




practice 



2 

Continuity 

2 

Learning climate 

3 

Emotional security 



4 

Challenge and 




stimulation 

3 

Professionalism 

5 

Learning organization 



6 

Professional 




development 



7 

Self-management 

4 

Conditions 

8 

Facilitation 



9 

ICT utilization 



10 

Human resources 



11 

Cooperation 




agreements 



12 

Up-to-date equipment 

5 

Supervision 

13 

Adaptation to needs 



14 

Characteristic situations 



15 

Mentoring and 




coaching 



16 

Providing ownership 

6 

Quality control 

17 

Process management 



18 

Self-evaluation 

7 

Initial competence 

19 

Competences 


between theory and practice (characteristic 1) 
and a continuity (characteristic 2) of the 
educational activities; both play a role in the 
development of the prospective teacher to 
obtain the necessary competences. 

The second component, learning climate, 
is comprised of emotional security (character¬ 
istic 3) and challenge and stimulation (char¬ 
acteristic 4) within the workplace learning 
environment. Professionalism is the third 
component; it includes characteristic proper¬ 
ties related to a learning organization (charac¬ 
teristic 5), and to the professional 
development (characteristic 6) and self-man¬ 
agement (characteristic 7) of the participants. 

The fourth component, conditions, is 
related to conditional properties that are 
described as facilitation (characteristic 8), 
ICT utilization (characteristic 9), and up-to- 
date equipment (characteristic 12). Further¬ 
more, this component is characterized by an 
efficient implementation of human resources 
(characteristic 10) that are necessary for 


education of the prospective teacher. There 
is also the presence of cooperation agreements 
(characteristic 11) between the partners. 

The fifth component, supervision, in¬ 
cludes the adaptation to the needs (character¬ 
istic 13) of the prospective teacher and the 
learning of characteristic situations (character¬ 
istic 14) with the aid of mentoring and 
coaching (characteristic 15) as supervising 
and supporting activities. These activities are 
aimed at providing ownership (characteristic 
16) which is necessary for a prospective 
teacher to become master of his own learning 
process. 

The sixth component, quality control, 
includes systematic control of the quality of 
the work-based learning stages within the 
workplace learning environment. This control 
concerns primarily a form of process manage¬ 
ment (characteristic 17) to systematically 
follow the development of the prospective 
teacher. Because of the emphasis on self- 
management and responsibility of the pro¬ 
spective teacher, this component includes 
reflecting activities by the prospective teacher, 
described as self-evaluation (characteristic 18). 

The last component, initial competence, 
has a special position within the conceptual 
analytical framework. Its characteristic prop¬ 
erties are directly related to acquiring the 
competences (characteristic 19) necessary to 
become a teacher. Acquisition of this compo¬ 
nent is either the ultimate objective (to 
acquire goal-oriented competences) or the 
result (when the initial competence has been 
acquired) of each workplace learning environ¬ 
ment. Therefore, the initial competence 
always targets and directs the contents and 
the design of the workplace learning environ¬ 
ment. 

Characteristics That Make a Workplace 
Learning Environment "Powerful" 

The second research question was to deter¬ 
mine which of the characteristics, in the 
opinion of the participants, define a powerful 
workplace learning environment. As de- 
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scribed earlier, die term powerful is related to 
the quality of the workplace learning environ¬ 
ment and to the efficiency of educating 
prospective teachers. Therefore, the character¬ 
istic properties that result in such a powerful 
workplace learning environment were empir¬ 
ically induced, based on opinions expressed 
by the actors during the interviews. 

From the analyses it appeared that the 
actors saw certain characteristic properties as 
crucial or decisive for educating teachers. The 
48 interviews were analyzed separately on 
these specific properties. When it became 
qualitatively and quantitatively apparent to us 
that the participants considered a certain 
characteristic decisive, this characteristic was 
considered powerful. 

A total of four of the nineteen character¬ 
istics from the conceptual analytical frame¬ 
work were considered powerful. These four 
characteristics are mentoring and coaching, 
competencies, continuity, and cooperation 
agreements. These four are, respectively, part 
of the components of supervision, initial 
competence, educational activities, and con¬ 
ditions. 

When we combined the results of the first 
two research questions we concluded that a 
workplace learning environment can be 
adequately described with the elements, 
characteristics, and components we have 
defined. The relationship between the com¬ 
ponents is shown in Figure 1. 

The arrows and lines in Figure 1 show in 
the first place a certain mutual dependency 
and a relationship between the components. 
Secondly they show the goal-orientated char¬ 
acter of the components towards the initial 
competence. At the same time, the initial 
competence requirements provide direction 
and guidance for the components of the 
workplace learning environment. 

Interestingly for the theory of the creation 
of powerful workplace learning environments, 
the central components “Initial competence,” 
“Educational activities,” and “Supervision” 
together with “Conditions” contain the 


characteristics defined in our research results 
as powerful characteristics. We concluded that 
the creation of a workplace learning environ¬ 
ment is influenced by the presence of the 
characteristics we have found, but foremost 
that the potentially powerful characteristics 
have the quality to stimulate the education of 
prospective teachers. We have pursued this for 
mentoring and, more specifically, for mentor¬ 
ing conversations. 

The Quality of Mentoring 
Conversations 

The third research question concerned the 
way in which mentors utilized their supervi¬ 
sion in the conversations with the prospective 
teachers. Mentoring was identified as one of 
the four characteristics that stimulate a 
powerful workplace learning environment 
for teacher education. Within mentoring, 
the mentoring conversations are the most 
explicit form of supervision. However, of 
greater importance within a powerful work¬ 
place learning environment is not the fact that 
the mentoring conversations took place, but 
the quality of these conversations. 

Therefore, we examined the quality of 
mentoring conversations as to the phases of 
the conversations, the main activities, and the 
taking of initiative. We explored the possibil¬ 
ity that the quality of the conversations could 
be dependent on the duration of these 
conversations. We concluded that mentoring 
conversations show shortcomings concerning 
the variables in the conversational phases and 
the main activities, but also concerning the 
link between theory and practice. These 
shortcomings have direct impact on the 
quality of the conversations and the “power” 
of mentoring. They also result in restriction of 
the qualitative adaptation to the competences, 
the learning needs, and the possibilities of the 
prospective teacher herself or himself, at least 
in the mentoring conversations in our 
research. 

If we look at the classification, in regard to 
the taking of initiative, of Feiman-Nemser 
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Figure 1. The Conceived Relationship Between the Components Regarding the Objective and Result of a Workplace 
Learning Environment. The Powerful Characteristics of the Components Are Shown in Italics 


(1998) and that of Franke and Dahlgren 
(1996), we see in both cases more mentors 
that act instrumentally and directly than 
reflectively and personally. From the inter- 
views, it became apparent that the participants 
estimated the time of their conversations to be 
about twice as long as they actually were. 
Therefore, we conclude that the actors’ 
thinking does not always correspond with 
the actual situation. Although not definitive, 
based on the results, another conclusion is 
that as the length of the conversation 
increases, the more likely the chance that all 
the conversational phases and main activities 
in a mentoring conversation occur. 

Our final conclusion, as to the conversa¬ 
tional phases, the main activities, and the 
taking of initiative, is that there is no evidence 
of high quality mentoring conversations. This 
conclusion is in keeping with the literature 
concerning mentoring (Berliner, 2001; Galle- 
go, 2001; Korthagen <Sc Kessels, 1999; Zeich- 
ner, 1999). Mentoring has been designated as 
a potential powerful characteristic of the 
workplace learning environment. The last 
conclusion, however, also shows the vulnera¬ 
bility of this characteristic. 


Discussion and 
Recommendations 

The strength of the chosen research design 
was the layered construction of the research 
consisting of a literature study, an empirical 
exploration, a multiple case study, and a 
specific study on the quality of mentoring 
conversations. We have taken measures to 
guarantee the validity and reliability of the 
analysis. 

Workplace learning environments are 
designed to stimulate new ways of learning 
how to teach by prospective primary teachers. 
The question we pose here is whether or not 
learning how to teach, the initial competence, 
really is the main objective during the creation 
and implementation of workplace learning 
environments in the education of prospective 
teachers. Our impression derived from the 
statements of the participants is that the 
design of the workplace learning environ¬ 
ments, including the two we investigated, rests 
mainly on an organizational perspective. This 
means that workplace learning environments 
are designed from an educational perspective 
(first order changes) and, to a lesser degree, 
from a learning perspective (second order 
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changes). Our recommendation is to stimu¬ 
late second order changes within workplace 
learning environments to change the primary 
processes within the organization of the 
workplace learning environments and to 
emphasize the learning perspective of the 
prospective teacher. 

Based upon our research results, we have 
been able to integrate the fragmentary 
information found in the literature and form 
a coherent and complete picture of the 
characteristics of powerful workplace learning 
environments. As far as the impact of our 
research results, we wonder if various work¬ 
place learning environments can be analyzed 
and documented with the conceptual analyt¬ 
ical framework we have developed. We 
examined workplace learning environments 
for the education of prospective primary 
teachers. We expect that the conceptual 
analytical framework can be used in workplace 
learning environments similar to the ones we 
have researched. We do not know to what 
extent our conceptual analytical framework 
can be applied to existing or new workplace 
learning environments in other educational 
sectors or even in other professional fields. 
More research is necessary to evaluate whether 
the conceptual analytical framework is appli¬ 
cable in diverse workplace learning environ¬ 
ments. 

With some adaptations or adjustments, 
the conceptual analytical framework can 
function as an instrument for measuring 
quality for existing or new workplace learning 
environments. For this reason, we recom¬ 
mend pedagogical centers or research depart¬ 
ments of universities of professional teacher 
education to develop such an instrument for 
measuring quality and to make this instru¬ 
ment available for educational institutions. 
An initiative in this direction has already been 
taken by the “HBO-raad,” the Netherlands 
counsel of universities of professional educa¬ 
tion (“quality indicators for school-based 
teacher education”). 


With regard to the phases of the conver¬ 
sations, the main activities, and the taking of 
initiative, we conclude that there is no 
evidence at present of high quality mentoring 
conversations. The education of prospective 
teachers in workplace learning environments 
is a vulnerable undertaking. Therefore, we 
recommend professionalizing mentors specif¬ 
ically for their mentoring task. Yet, it remains 
unclear whether prospective teachers educat¬ 
ed in this way are better trained than when 
teacher education primarily originated from 
teacher training colleges. In our view, better 
educated means that these prospective teach¬ 
ers are better prepared to involve their pupils 
in entire learning processes. Further research 
is necessary to explore this assumption. 

The concept “educating together” has 
made a rapid progress in the Netherlands. It 
is our opinion that it should be continued. 
The results of this research make it clear that 
“educating together” is an important innova¬ 
tion with a complex implementation. These 
insights are similar to results of research into 
the practices of the Professional Development 
Schools in the United States and school-based 
teacher education in England. But now we 
have a research-based conceptual framework 
at our disposal that contributes to the 
knowledge base of workplace learning and 
to the quality measurement of the workplace 
learning environment. E53 
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